
Bird Photography 
 
Equipment 
 
 Camera 

o Using a camera with a DX sensor will effectively increase the focal length of your lenses by a 
factor of about 1.5. 

o For photographing birds in flight, a camera with a high frames-per-second rate will increase your 
chances of getting a successful photo. 

 
 Lens 

o Lenses with a long focal length will allow you to photograph birds from a greater distance. 
o A relatively fast lens will enable you to photograph in low-light situations and will aid the camera 

in auto-focus. 
 

 Tripod and Tripod Head 
o When using a large, heavy lens, use of a sturdy tripod will make your bird photography a much 

more pleasant experience. 
o With a heavy lens, a ball head is awkward to use and it is difficult to move and position the lens 

exactly where you want it. A gimbal head is much more convenient, as it balances the camera 
and lens and makes movements easy and precise. 

 
Camera Settings 
 
 Aperture and Shutter Speed 

o For photographing birds in flight, a shutter speed of 1/1000 second or faster will eliminate–or at 
least minimize–motion blur. 

o Using an aperture of f/5.6 or f/8 will keep the entire bird in sharp focus while blurring the 
background and making it less distracting. 

o Setting your camera to continuous shooting mode will enable the camera to keep shooting as 
long as the shutter release is pressed. 

 
 ISO 

o Use auto-ISO if your camera supports this feature. Set your camera to appropriate aperture and 
shutter speed, and the camera will set the ISO to give the correct exposure. 

o Check your EXIF data to make sure that the ISO isn’t being set to too high a value. 
o You can set the camera to not exceed a maximum ISO in the mode. 
o If your camera doesn’t have auto-ISO, use manual, shutter-priority or aperture-priority mode. 

 For aperture priority, set your aperture and ISO and keep checking your shutter speed. If 
the shutter speed becomes too slow, increase the ISO. 

 For shutter priority, set your shutter speed and ISO and keep checking the aperture. If 
the camera’s metering system requires an aperture wider than “wide open,” increase the 
ISO. 

 If lighting conditions aren’t changing, use manual exposure mode. 
 Set your shutter speed, aperture and ISO manually for the best exposure on the 

birds you are photographing. 
 Periodically check your histogram to make sure that the lighting hasn’t changed.  

 
 



 Focus Tracking 
o In focus tracking mode, your camera will lock on the object that you focused on. 
o The focusing system will identify and locate the object as it moves around in the frame, and will 

set the focus point to its location. 
o Use back-button auto-focus. 

 
The Eyes of the Bird 
 
 The bird’s eye is the most important object in your photograph to have in sharp focus. 
 Lighting on the eye is also very important. A photograph where the bird’s eye is in direct sunlight will be 

more compelling than one where it is in shadow. 
 
Locations 
 
 Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge, New Mexico 

o Sandhill cranes and snow geese migrate here from mid-November until mid-February. 
o The refuge will also have bald eagles, hawks, herons, red-winged blackbirds and roadrunners. 
o When threatened by a predator, thousands of snow geese will fly out en masse. 

 
 Sacramento and Colusa National Wildlife Refuges 

o In the winter months, tens of thousands of snow geese will be here. It will have the same fly-outs 
as Bosque del Apache, but visitors can’t get as close to them. 

o This area can provide close access to bald eagles. 
o Both of these refuges have loop roads through them, but visitors aren’t allowed to get out of 

their cars. 
 
 Ding Darling National Wildlife Refuge, Sanibel Island, Florida 

o As with most birding locations, the winter months are preferable. 
o Due to the large variety of birds here, other times of year can be a good time to visit. 

 
 Homer Alaska 

o Until 2009, there was a woman who (somewhat controversially) fed the bald eagles. This would 
attract over 100 eagles to the area, and give photographers extremely close access to them. 

o The eagles are no longer fed in Homer, but boat tours on Kachemak Bay provide eagle-feeding 
and great opportunities for photography. 

 
 Closer to Home 

o Las Gallinas Ponds, San Rafael 
 This area has egrets, swans, black-crowned night herons, pelicans and hawks. 

 
o Shollenberger Park, Petaluma 

 Many of the same birds that can be found at the Las Gallinas Ponds can be found at 
Shollenberger Park. 

 
o Both areas are great to visit in early May, soon after the chicks have hatched. 
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